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Poetry, like every art form, serves as a vessel of expression for the artist – or in this case, 

poet – behind the work. Artistic expression invites interpretation; this has the potential to spark a 

dialogue.1 This process becomes less formulaic, however, when the form of expression becomes 

more convoluted. Literary critic and scholar Leonard Olschner engages with the complexities of 

Paul Celan’s poetry in a specific way that allows him to extract the most meaning he can from 

Celan’s words. 

Celan’s use of “semantic clusters”2 and ambiguous terms complicates the dialogue that he 

is trying to engage. Olschner attempts to make the complex comprehensible through an approach 

that prioritizes Celan’s context and its influence on the intention behind his expression. Olschner 

pays special attention to the titles of Celan’s work and their relation to the message of the poem 

itself.3 Early on in his essay, Olschner brings up a “curious circumstance”4 regarding the naming 

of the poem ‘Todesfuge.’ In 1947, it was translated – “with Celan’s collaboration and approval – 

under the title ‘Tangoul mortii’ (‘Death Tango’).”5 Olschner states frankly: “we should not 

assume frivolousness on Celan’s part.”6 Olschner defends Celan’s choices because he views 

‘Todesfuge’ as Celan’s way of trying to make sense of the previous pressing, nonsensical 

experiences and their impact on the poet. These losses caused Celan to ache, often manifesting 

																																																								
1 Conversation with Alex Marsicovetere, November 26, 2018. 
 
2 Olschner, Leonard, “Fugal Provocation in Paul Celan’s ‘Todesfuge’ and ‘Engfuhrung,’” 
German Life and Letters 43, no. 1 (October 1989), 79. 
 
3 Email with Michaela Gibbons, November 20, 2018. 
 
4 Olschner, “Fugal Provocation,” 80. 
 
5 Olschner, 79. 
 
6 Olschner, 80. 
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itself in paranoia.7 Olschner denies that the title ‘Todesfuge’ can be related to a psychological 

fugue state because of this context. He recognizes the weight that life experiences have on one’s 

word choice – how the words and messages expressed by someone are inextricably linked to 

their history.  

This handmade correction of the title does not go unnoticed in Olschner’s mind because 

of its perceived correlation with Celan’s intended meaning. Olschner finds the title “Todesfuge” 

significant because it indicates “an intended musicalization of a poetic text.”8 Olschner grapples 

with why exactly Celan would reference a complex musical composition as the framework of his 

literary composition. He spends time discussing various interpretations and definitions of the 

word fugue. He also even goes into detail describing and critiquing another scholar’s thoughts of 

“dividing ‘Todesfuge’ into six voices and re-writing it as a score.”9 He eventually comes to his 

own conclusion that the poem is “clearly not a fugue, but perhaps an approximation.”10 This 

understanding leads one to futilely realize in the same manner that they can only ever have an 

approximation of Celan’s meaning.11 

Olschner does not just note how he engages with Celan’s texts. He integrates some 

conversations with other notable figures into his own analysis. He creates a network of readers 

involved in the exploration of Celan’s intentions behind two poems, ‘Todesfuge’ and 

‘Enführung.’ A major theme discussed throughout each discourse concerns “the challenges, even 

																																																								
7	Olschner, 80. 
	
8 Olschner, 79. 
 
9 Olschner, 80. 
 
10 Olschner, 82. 
 
11 Conversation with Jaelyn Taylor, November 25, 2018.	
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the dangers, of creating beautiful things about the Holocaust.”12 Peter Härtling argued that 

Celan’s “gentle, pretty metaphors unintentionally unburden the murderers,” and Reinhard 

Baumgart questioned whether or not Celan’s poetry about the atrocities of the past work to 

mollify them.13 Although Olschner addresses the reactions of others, he focuses on Celan’s 

intentions over others’ interpretations. He even includes Celan’s almost resentful engagement 

with the criticism of ‘Todesfuge.’ Celan directly expresses that the purpose of his own art was 

not rooted in mollifying the past, but rather assisting the German language itself in 

“[understanding] its ‘musicality’ as having nothing to do with”14 carefree, beautiful sounds 

related to the horror. He delineates the two by using the beauty to examine the ugly. 

Taking into consideration Olschner’s mindset of prioritizing the historical context of 

Celan’s life and words, one would likely struggle with the idea that not all of Paul Celan’s poetry 

is in response to Auschwitz. This mindset complicates the analysis of Celan’s ‘Corona.’ At first 

glance, one may be inclined to interpret it as a love poem. Its lines about the actions of lovers are 

ostensibly less ambiguous than those of many of his other pieces, be it that there are complete 

sentences used rather than “semantic clusters” throughout. He spends an entire stanza describing 

the lovers’ acts in direct similes, not in an abstract trail of nouns for the reader to piece together. 

They “love one another like poppy and memory… [they] slumber like wine in the seashells…”15 

While the poppies mentioned suggest tones of remembrance, the numbing effects of opium 

																																																								
12 Email with Dr. Ingram, November 21, 2018. 
 
13 Olschner, 83 (translated by Dr. Denham). 
 
14 Olschner, 83 (translated by Dr. Denham). 
	
15	Celan, Paul, Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, translated by John Felstiner (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2001), 29. 
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suggest the opposite, juxtaposed with the “memory” of their love. The wine mentioned 

afterwards accentuates the inebriated state alluded to by the poppies’ presence. Celan describes 

the action in these similes with gentle verbs, enhancing the dreamlike state of the lovers. He even 

separates the lovers from the rest of the world. He directly distinguishes the lovers from the 

others by placing them in two divided locations, be it “[standing] at the window” or “[watching] 

from the street.”16 The title itself alludes to a separation represented by an illuminated halo 

around the subjects, stemming from the Latin root meaning “crown.”17 This distinguishing 

between the lover and the other is a common practice in love poetry. 

Celan’s writing – and, maybe more importantly his background – creates the space for 

one to understand ‘Corona’ as something besides a love poem or a romantic proclamation. It can 

be interpreted as more of a proclamation of truth about the destructive, hardening impacts hate – 

and unspeakable things such as the Holocaust – has on people. Specifically, the line about “the 

stone [consenting] to bloom”18 can indicate a more therapeutic rather than romantic approach to 

this poem. The evils endured by the people who survived the Holocaust desensitized their hearts 

to “stone.” By juxtaposing something resistant to change with something malleable and able to 

grow, Celan encourages them to acknowledge that their hearts can soften. He does so with a 

sense of urgency, not only with his repetition of the phrase “it is time,”19 but with his consistent 

use of the present tense throughout.20 People’s experience with time in concentration camps was 

																																																								
16 Celan, Selected Poems, 29. 
 
17 Discussion with Dr. Ingram, November 13, 2018. 
 
18 Celan, 29. 
 
19 Celan, 29. 
 
20 Conversation with Alex Marsicovetere, November 13, 2018. 
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muddled, but Celan now suggests the idea that they can make time constructive.21 Their hearts 

can still pulse – can still “beat for unrest”22 – in this dreamlike state of “poppy and memory” in 

the aftermath of such an atrocity. 

Leonard Olschner engages Paul Celan’s poetry in a way that coalesces “both poetics and 

history [into] a network of uncanny meridians.”23 This claim acknowledges the unsettling 

relationship Celan’s past has on the poet’s work, but it begs the question: to what extent does this 

limit Celan’s life to his obliterating experiences?24 Celan wishes for a kind of opiate and 

forgetting through his art, as seen in ‘Corona,’ but is a reprieve from his past actually plausible? 

How are we allowed to appreciate the love and nature existing in his poems when such foul 

darkness is also present? An approximation of an answer would wrestle with the fact that though 

people can never fully exist outside of human suffering and the horrors attributed to the past, 

nature can.25 Love can. 

 [1293] 

  

																																																								
21 Conversation with Michaela Gibbons, November 13, 2018. 
 
22 Celan, 29. 
 
23 Olschner, 83 (translated by Dr. Denham). 
 
24 Conversation with Dr. Ingram, November 25, 2018. 
 
25 Conversation with Ben Pelczynski, November, 13, 2018.	
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